
 

  United States Government Accountability Office 
 

 
Highlights of GAO-14-85, a report to 
congressional requesters 

 

December 2013 

RAIL SAFETY 
Improved Human Capital Planning Could Address 
Emerging Safety Oversight Challenges 

Why GAO Did This Study 

Railroad accidents pose significant 
safety risks to railroads, their 
employees, passengers, and the 
public. FRA oversees safety of the 
nation’s railroads. In light of three high 
profile accidents in 2012 involving 
fatalities or hazardous materials, GAO 
was asked to review FRA’s oversight 
processes and the challenges to 
railroad safety. This report examines 
(1) the overall framework that FRA, the 
states, and the railroads use to ensure 
rail safety; (2) the extent to which FRA 
and the railroads assess safety risks 
and allocate resources to address 
those risks; and (3) what challenges, if 
any, exist to FRA’s current safety 
framework, and what ongoing and 
emerging  issues FRA faces. GAO 
analyzed FRA accident and incident 
data, reviewed the analytical models 
FRA uses to incorporate risk into its 
inspection program, and interviewed 
FRA headquarters and field safety 
staff, officials from the 7 largest freight 
railroads and 11 smaller railroads, 
industry associations and 7 rail labor 
organizations. 

What GAO Recommends 

GAO recommends that FRA develop 
(1) a plan for finalizing its rulemaking 
and interim steps to implement its 
oversight of safety risk reduction 
programs, and (2) a strategic human 
capital plan that identifies and 
prioritizes FRA’s human capital needs, 
links them to FRA’s strategic goals and 
objectives, and includes approaches 
for how FRA will recruit, train, and 
retain inspectors and its new workforce 
of PTC and safety risk management 
specialists. DOT agreed to consider 
the recommendations and provided 
technical and other comments, which 
were incorporated as appropriate. 

What GAO Found 

The Federal Railroad Administration’s (FRA) rail-safety oversight framework 
relies on inspections to ensure railroads comply with federal safety regulations. 
FRA inspects railroad infrastructure and operations, identifies safety defects, and 
may, if warranted, cite the railroads for violations of federal safety regulations. 
The agency estimates that its inspectors have the ability to annually inspect less 
than 1 percent of the railroad activities covered in regulation. As a result, 
railroads have the primary responsibility for safety of the railroad system. To 
formulate regulations, FRA instituted the Railroad Safety Advisory Committee, a 
forum for FRA, the railroads, rail labor organizations, and other stakeholders to 
arrive at a consensus on proposed rules. Thirty states partner with FRA in 
providing FRA-certified railroad safety inspectors who are also authorized to 
enforce federal safety regulations. Finally, many railroads have additional safety 
programs, rules, and technologies to ensure safety beyond the required federal 
standards.   

FRA has developed a risk-based approach to direct its inspection efforts, but the 
agency has been slow to implement broader risk reduction planning. FRA has 
two tools to help direct its inspection efforts—the National Inspection Plan (NIP) 
and the Staffing Allocation Model (SAM). The NIP process uses past accident 
and other data to target FRA’s inspection activities, and the SAM estimates the 
best allocation of the different types of inspectors across FRA regions in order to 
minimize damage and casualties from rail accidents. However, all eight FRA 
regional administrators expressed concerns about FRA’s staffing process that 
relies primarily on the SAM to predict appropriate regional inspector needs, and 
that does not allow the flexibility needed to accommodate the regions’ changing 
resource needs. In addition, the Railroad Safety Improvement Act of 2008 
mandated safety risk reduction plans primarily for large freight and passenger 
railroads. FRA has not yet issued the final rule directing railroads to develop the 
plans, which was mandated to be issued by October 2012. According to FRA, the 
rulemaking was delayed due to concerns by railroads over their potential liability. 
Although FRA anticipates completing approval of railroad’s plans by 2016, the 
agency has not developed an interim plan with specific timeframes to ensure that 
there are no further delays in issuing regulations and that timely evaluation and 
approval of the railroads’ risk reduction plans occurs. 

FRA faces several rail safety challenges, including how it will: (1) implement its 
oversight of positive train control (PTC), a technology designed to prevent certain 
types of rail accidents caused by human factors, and risk reduction plans; (2) 
adjust to changing rail traffic flows; and (3) ensure it has enough inspectors for its 
current and future oversight workload, as FRA expects 30 percent of field safety 
staff will be eligible to retire in 5 years. While FRA has long-term rail safety goals, 
its ability to meet those goals and respond to challenges is hampered by its lack 
of a strategic human capital plan. FRA officials stated that due to uncertainties 
about their budget, PTC implementation, and risk reduction plans, they plan for 
human capital needs in their annual budget request, rather than through a 
strategic human capital plan. However, without a plan, FRA may not make well-
informed decisions about its workforce needs including having inspectors with 
the right skills for its current oversight activities and enough specialists to 
oversee the rail industry’s implementation of PTC and safety risk reduction plans. 

View GAO-14-85. For more information, 
contact Susan Fleming at (202) 512-2834 or 
flemings@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-85�
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-85�

	RAIL SAFETY
	Improved Human Capital Planning Could Address Emerging Safety Oversight Challenges
	Why GAO Did This Study
	What GAO Recommends
	What GAO Found


<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Sheetfed Uncoated v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.7

  /CompressObjects /All

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.1000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams true

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments false

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 150

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.76

    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 15

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 15

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 150

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.76

    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 15

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 15

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /CreateJDFFile false

  /Description <<





    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /CZE <>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /ETI <>

    /FRA <>







    /HUN <>

    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 6.0 e versioni successive.)

    /JPN <>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200036002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /LTH <>

    /LVI <>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 6.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /POL <>

    /PTB <>





    /SKY <>



    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /TUR <>



    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents suitable for reliable viewing and printing of business documents.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



